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Social procurement has gained attention in modern public management; however, considerable differences 
exist in understanding what social procurement actually is. Divergent definitions of social procurement inhibit 
effective policy implementation, and can result in imprecision in empirical research. This paper develops a 
typology of social procurement implementation, and advances a coherent single definition of social 
procurement. Clarifying the intent and approaches to social procurement will assist policy implementation and 
empirical evaluation.   
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INTRODUCTION 
New Public Governance (Osborne, 2006) has brought about new interdependencies between policy actors 
from different sectors, and has in turn resulted in a range of inter-organisational relationships, new market 
relationships and the co-production of services. These new interdependencies have resulted in increased 
policy interest in the role of the third sector (Anheier, 2005), as both a co-producer and deliverer of public 
services (Keast et al., 2006). At the same time, the emerging limitations of New Public Management (NPM) 
(Dunleavy and Hood, 1994) have stimulated renewed thinking about public value (Moore, 1995) and how it 
can be mobilized and increased through policy design and service delivery. Public value is concerned with 
seeking to achieve the best value for the public through government procurement. These attendant interests 
have given rise to a variety of initiatives and experimentation in “public value adding” (Bovaird, 2006) that 
seek to maximize the benefits of public spending. New commitments to social procurement reflect such 
interests.  
Typically, the term social procurement refers to the acquiring of a range of goods and services by governments 
from private and nonprofit firms, with the aim of creating social value (Barraket and Weissman, 2009). While 
not the exclusive domain of governments, the production of social value through procurement is both an 
object and tool of new public governance, and thus is typically associated with government procurement and 
supply chain relationships, and the stimulation of quasi-markets through competitive tendering (Loader, 2007; 
Bruce and Chew, 2011). While utilizing a market mechanism consistent with NPM, social procurement is dually 
concerned with social (including environmental) and financial bottom lines and seeks to maximize public value 
by diversifying supply chains to include a variety of private and third sector actors (Burkett, 2010), although 
best value and opening up markets are not always compatible objectives (Loader, 2007).      
While gaining attention from policy makers as part of a broader suite of new approaches to public value-
adding, social procurement is also being advocated by third sector leaders as an important mechanism for 
opening up markets and mobilising resources in support of third sector organisations – in particular, social 
enterprises (Miller et al., 2012). This is partly because social procurement is an important income source for 
the third sector (HM Treasury, 2002). Beyond income, though, social procurement also enables the 
achievement of a range of social objectives, for government, for-profit and not-for-profit organisations 
(Barraket and Weissman, 2009; Burkett, 2010), and is thus a means of resourcing mission fulfilment. The 
multiple agendas advocated by diverse agents have resulted in overlapping and contradictory 
conceptualisations and definitions of social procurement (Burkett, 2010). In short, there are divergent views as 
to what social procurement actually is. Additionally, there is confusion as to the differences between 
procurement, purchasing and commissioning in the acquisition of social services (Murray 2009).  
This lack of construct clarity, along with attendant definitional debates, runs the real risk of polarising policy 
and research into the already inherently multi-actor, multi-sector, and multi-objective activity of social 
procurement. Gioia and Pitre (1990 ) argue that a coherent description of a phenomenon is needed in order to 
effectively conduct theory-based research, which can inform practice. As McKinney (1954 p. 144) notes: to 
“avoid vagueness, indistinctness, and complete elasticity, a concept must be given precision” [italics in the 
original]. Consequently, to promote construct coherence, a definition of social procurement is advanced in this 
paper, together with a typology of the different ways social procurement can be undertaken to deliver social 
benefits. Firstly, a brief historical overview of social procurement is warranted, and particularly how 
procurement relates to other processes related to the acquisition of assets and services, such as purchasing 
and commissioning, and how social procurement relates to ethical and sustainable procurement.   
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AN OVERVIEW OF SOCIAL PROCUREMENT, PURCHASING AND COMMISSIONING   
As noted above, not only is there confusion in relation to what social procurement might be there is also 
confusion in relation to the differences between procurement, purchasing, and commissioning. While the 
focus of this paper is on social procurement, differentiation must be made between procurement and these 
other processes. Murray (2009, 2011) has already provided a great service to the academic, policy and 
practitioner communities by clarifying the distinctions between commissioning, procurement and purchasing, 
the main arguments of which are summarized here.  
Commissioning has been defined as: “The cycle of assessing the needs of people in an area, designing and then 
securing appropriates services” (Cabinet Office, 2006, p. 4). Commissioning thus involves the determination of 
need, preferably in consultation with the Third Sector itself (Cabinet Office, 2006), but also involves the 
determination to make the best use of existing resources as well as demand and supply factors (European 
Services Strategy Unit, 2008, p. 78). Thus one outcome of a commissioning process may be to in fact not 
procure, say, more buses, but instead finding better ways to use existing buses that are currently under-
utilized in a particular area. 
Purchasing involves determining what is to be bought, selecting suppliers (tendering), contracting, monitoring 
and evaluating the final outcomes (Murray, 2009). Purchasing involves specification of how outputs and 
outcomes will be achieved, while commissioning considers what societal change is needed (Murray, 2009). 
Purchasing is thus the more technical processes involved with the acquisition of the asset or service and the 
determination of the means of achieving these, while commissioning is focussed on identifying the ends 
(Murray, 2009).  
Procurement in the public arena is defined as “the process of acquiring goods, works and services covering 
both acquisition from third parties, and from in house providers” (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister / Local 
Government Association 2003, p. 17). Consequently, a significant aspect of the procurement process is 
deciding whether or not to deliver the service in house or whether to purchase the service from the market; 
the ‘make or buy’ decision (McIvor, 2005; Vining and Globerman, 1999). Once the outsourcing decision has 
been made, a further range of options presents itself in procurement. A for profit organisation could be asked 
to generate social outcomes - such as employment generation in civil works projects during the Great 
Depression (McCrudden, 2004), or alternatively services (such as cleaning services) traditionally purchased 
from for-profit organisations, could be purchased from nonprofit organisations, with an additional social 
outcomes (such as employment generation) embedded in the contracts (Urban Communities / AMES, 2011).  
While there is someoverlap between the three concepts, Murray has argued that “commissioning 
encompasses procurement, which in turn encompasses purchasing” (Murray, 2009, p. 199).  Procurement can 
of course be for social services, just as easily as assets, consumables, printing, or any other of a range of 
activities, so further exploration of aspects of social procurement is warranted. 
Government procurement contracts have been used to enact social policies throughout history, most clearly in 
the 19th century in the US, France, and England (McCrudden, 2004). Specific examples are public works 
programs, which were used mechanism to create employment in times of depression as well as for 
marginalized populations, such as the disabled, following World War I (McCrudden, 2004).  More recently, 
such initiatives have been enshrined in legislation as a whole of government initiative. For example, the UK 
Public Services (Social Value) Act calls on public authorities to “have regard to economic, social and 
environmental well-being in connection with public services contracts” (2012, p. 1).    
The drive to achieve greater value for money by governments necessitates an explicit recognition of the wider 
benefits that might be achieved through the procurement process (Productivity Commission, 2009). One way 
of achieving this goal to date has been through the devolution of considerable public service delivery to social 
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enterprises and the third sector (Miller et al., 2012; Murray, 2011; Munoz and Tinsley, 2008), as well as using 
procurement as a mechanism for achieving social outcomes indirectly through public works contracts 
(McCrudden, 2004; Watermayer, 2000).  
This increasing interest in how to generate social value from government procurement activities reflects a 
wider shift in public administration away from NPM conventions that emphasize input costs and outputs, 
towards an investment mindset concerned with outcomes and impacts (Dacombe, 2011), with notions of best 
value requiring consideration of social, environmental as well as a financial bottom line. Thus consideration is 
needed as to how social procurement can be distinguished from sustainable procurement, which specifically 
includes environmental considerations in the procurement process (International Institute for Sustainable 
Development, 2007).  
SOCIAL PROCUREMENT AND SUSTAINABLE PROCUREMENT  
While there is a lack of agreed definitions of sustainable procurement, most definitions refer to the “inclusion 
of environmental, economic and social criteria in the procurement of goods, services and works by public 
sector organisations” (International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2007, p. 15), and is seen to be 
synonymous with green procurement (Department of Environment Food and Rural Affairs, 2006; Thomson & 
Jackson, 2007). Similarly, “sustainable procurement is a process whereby organisations meet their need for 
goods, services, works and utilities in a way that achieves value for money on a whole of life basis, in terms of 
generating benefits not only to the organisation, but also to society and the economy, whilst minimising 
damage to the environment” (Department of Environment Food and Rural Affairs, 2006, p. 10). For this 
reason, some authors prefer the term social and environmentally responsible procurement (Hoejmose and 
Adrien-Kirby, 2012), as this better reflects the understanding that procurement should be done in a manner 
that is environmentally and socially conscionable. Hence, sustainable procurement incorporates ethical 
procurement, particularly as ethical procurement focuses on labour supply issues, e.g. anti-human trafficking 
(Chartered Institute of Purchasing and Supply, 2013). Thus ethical and sustainable procurement both seek to 
indirectly achieve social and environmental outcomes, through effective supply chain practises, or at least not 
deliberately create social or environmental harm. Social procurement, in contrast, involves indirect 
achievement of social outcomes (Department of Planning and Community Development, 2011) as well as the 
direct purchasing of social outcomes such as housing and community services (HM Treasury, 2002), which goes 
beyond the activities the ethical and sustainable procurement literature, given its focus on supply chain 
management (Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Chartered Institute of Purchasing and Supply, 2013).  
Having clarified, how social procurement relates to sustainable procurement, purchasing and commissioning, 
the rest of the paper will focus on social procurement. As this paper seeks to facilitate the further 
implementation of social procurement by advancing a typology, it is worth considering the role of typologies in 
theory development, particularly the development of typologies from cases.  
ROLE OF TYPOLOGIES IN THEORY DEVELOPMENT  
Typologies are important in research as they accentuate or focus on a particular aspect of the phenomenon 
under examination and thereby simplify some of the complexity of the real world (Bacharach, 1989). Sutton 
and Staw (1955) argue that typologies are not theory per se, as they describe, rather than predict. While 
typologies stop somewhat short of formal theory itself (Bacharach, 1989; George and Bennett, 2005), they are 
vital stage in theory development (Reynolds, 1971). “Typologies are based on a unique form of theory building 
that is intuitively appealing and holds considerable promise for helping management researchers to 
understand complex, holistic phenomena” (Doty and Glick, 1994, p. 248). By going beyond depiction of data, 
variables, diagrams or hypothesis (Sutton and Staw, 1955), or mere categorisation (Doty and Glick, 1994), 
effectively developed typologies provide the framework to formulate arguments about why the types are 
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different, and what is important about the different types (Bacharach, 1989). Consequently, as heuristic 
devices, typologies provide a way of comparing similar phenomena, and thus are important steps in explaining 
the phenomena (McKinney, 1954).  
Indeed, typologies are an important mid-step between unstructured empirical data and systematic substantive 
theory (McKinney, 1954). Consequently, typologies are an important stage in theory development, and 
contribute to the theorizing (Weik, 1995) process, as they provide some boundaries and specifications around 
the phenomena under examination. They can “spur the search for underlying theoretical explanations or 
typological theories which can then be tested through within case analysis” (George and Bennett, 2005, p. 
239). A typology of social procurement, based on a series of case studies, thus provides the basis on which 
theory can be advanced, and thus evidence based policy developed.  
METHODOLOGY 
Typologies are often developed through analysis of empirical cases (George and Bennett, 2005), with the 
conceptual classification derived from qualitative examination of the data (Bailey, 1994). Four existing 
empirical cases of social procurement where examined in this paper, which were selected purposively in order 
to demonstrate different aspects of the social procurement phenomenon. Variance between the cases 
becomes the source of determining the different types and the axes on which the typology is based (George 
and Bennett, 2005).   
In order to have conceptual validity, typologies need to create a classification system which ensures that the 
members of a specific group are as similar as possible, while at the same time making each group as distinct as 
possible from other groups (Bailey, 1994). In order to successfully identify different types in the typology, it is 
essential to be able to differentiate the fundamental characteristics on which the classification is made (Bailey, 
1994).  
Typologies can be classified in different ways, so determining which method has the most purchase for a given 
situation is critical (Reynolds, 1971). One way is to create a single horizontal line to depict various degrees of a 
phenomenon ‘high–medium–low’, thus demonstrating the extremes of the phenomena (Bailey, 1994). 
Alternatively, the oft occurring 2x2 matrix in academic literature can be used to contrast differences (Bailey, 
1994). Other models seek to classify different types based on a range of criteria. The key, though, is that the 
classification system is meaningful. For this paper, cases were analysed using a prepositional logic. 
Cognitive models often rely upon linguistic differentiation of the relationships between various parts of the 
model, based on the parts of speech such as ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘not’ which are the basis of propositional logic 
(Johnson-Laird, 1995). However, cognitive models rely on other parts of grammar such as prepositions 
(Markman and Dietrich, 2000). Prepositions are parts of speech such as ‘of’, ‘for’, ‘by’ and ‘with’. The 
classification system for the typology advanced here, uses prepositions in order to differentiate who, is 
purchasing what, for what purpose, in order to establish the key characteristics of the various types.    
FINDINGS  
While other authors have identified a range of activities that could be classified as social procurement (e.g. 
Barraket and Weissman, 2009; Burkett, 2010), a structured and systematic differentiation between the 
different types of procurement, is warranted in order to provided the basis for building a formal typology. Four 
main types of social procurement were identified in policy documents, and cases are provided as evidence of 
each of the different types of social procurement.  
TYPE 1 – PROCUREMENT OF SOCIAL SERVICES 
The first type of social procurement is readily recognized by anyone involved in the third sector – the 
acquisition of services directly from third sector organisations. Here an organization sets out to directly 
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achieve social outcomes by “procuring social services (such as health services, community services and welfare 
services)" (Burkett, 2010, p. 10). A classic example of this in the policy literature would be:  
“The Third Sector provides significant delivery of social services, which are contracted out through a 
procurement process” (HM Treasury, 2002).  
This is the proto-typical procurement of the direct acquisition of social services by government from the third 
sector. As this is a well established, and analysed, form of contracting of services, with multiple empirical 
examples in the literature, little further analysis is warranted, apart from how the other types differ from this 
one. As noted above, this form of procurement is not noted in the ethical or sustainable procurement 
literature, given their foci on supply chain issues (Chartered Institute of Purchasing and Supply, 2013).   
TYPE 2 – PROCUREMENT OF PUBLIC WORKS (WITH INDIRECT SOCIAL OUTCOMES) 
In the second type of procurement, the intent of the procurement process is to directly purchase a specific 
outcome, often a physical asset such as a building, with an additional indirect social outcome embedded in the 
contract (McCrudden, 2004; Erridge, 2007). In other words, the social outcome is secondary to the main 
outcome of the procurement process (Bolton, 2004; Arrowsmith, 2010). A public policy example of this would 
be:   
“Social procurement involves using procurement processes and purchasing power to generate 
positive social outcomes in addition to the delivery of efficient goods, services and works” 
(Department of Planning and Community Development, 2011 [italics ours]). 
Note that this type of social procurement is different from Type 1 in three main ways. Firstly, the procurement 
is directly of public goods, services and works – not social services. Secondly, the outcomes are delivered by a 
private or for profit organisation, not typically a nonprofit group. Thirdly, the achievement of social outcomes 
is indirectly achieved along with the achievement of the direct outcomes. An example of this would be the 
delivery of public buildings as the direct outcome, while public art is embedded in the buildings, and public art 
projects indirectly achieves a social benefit such as improved amenity (Gopnik, 2005) or community identity 
(McCarthy, 2006).   
Dube et al. (1957) note the construction of hospitals, schools, roads, public utilities, churches and community 
centres also indirectly provide social good. The main difference is that, while both outcomes are incidental to 
the main purpose of the initial procurement, the example in the previous paragraph embeds the social 
outcome explicitly and concurrently in the contract, while the example of Dube et al. (1957) is implicit and 
subsequent to the contract. Again the embedding of social outcomes in contracts (such as directly creating 
employment or creating amenity) is not typically associated with supply chain management and therefore 
goes beyond current considerations in sustainable procurement.  
TYPE 3 – ALLOCATION OF A PERCENTAGE OF WORK TO A SOCIAL ENTERPRISE  
Under this type of procurement, there is a package of procurement (e.g. a building) or of a service (e.g. 
maintenance). However a certain portion of this work is allocated to be undertaken by social enterprises 
(Social Traders, 2011). A public policy example of this would be:  
“Social procurement consists in a contract between government with a civil society organisation to 
provide a service at the local or national level” (Riegert, 2011).  
Note that this definition does not specify which type of services is being purchased, and is thus broader than 
the direct acquisition of social services outlined in Type 1. Here the critical decision is being made about who 
might undertake the delivery of the asset. The procurement described here is not of social services, but of 
public works and services – areas not traditionally provided by non-profit organisations. While Type 2 
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procurement is delivered by a for profit organisation, this procurement is delivered by a nonprofit organisation 
or more typically a social enterprise. Finally, the procurement of direct intent is of public works / services with 
an additional (indirect) social outcome.  
Type 3 is different to Type 1 as the deliberate allocation of a percentage of contracts to social enterprises, is a 
different process to the open call for provides to deliver the social outcomes of a contract.  Type 3 is also 
different to Type 2, as there is a focus on differentiating between, and providing preferential treatment of, a 
smaller subset of providers. In short, the tendering process is different.  
An example of this might be the use of social enterprises running intermediate labour market programmes to 
deliver cleaning services, thereby providing a pathway to training and full time employment for long term 
unemployed people (Social Traders, 2009). McCrudden (2004) notes the potential for procurement as a means 
of affirmative action (such as employment programs for disadvantaged people), and as a stimulant for 
entrepreneurial action by social enterprises. As this is a very recent development in practice, academic 
examples of this type have not been easy to identify, although practical case studies exist (Social Traders, 
2009), and an extended economic evaluation of this model is available online (see Horn, 2007; Urban 
Communities / AMES, 2011).  
There are potential difficulties with this type of procurement. For example in the EU, reserving certain 
contracts for a specific class of organisation, with the exception of sheltered workshops, may breach 
competition policy (European Commission, 2010). However, governments may encourage larger contractors to 
sub-contract to smaller organisations – including social enterprises (European Commission, 2010). 
TYPE 4 – CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY (MANAGEMENT OF SUPPLY CHAINS)  
The final type of social procurement involves the management of supply chains in order to ensure that “they 
do no harm in relation to social indicators such as labour conditions and human rights of workers” (Burkett, 
2010, p. 10). Public policy examples include the International Labor Standards in procurement (in order to 
ensure basic working conditions) (International Labour Office, 2008).  
Most of the current literature seems to focus on the for profit sector in terms of Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) and ethical supply chains (Porter and Kramer, 2006); however, some governments are 
certainly encouraging CSR (European Commission, 2007). Such procurement has also been associated with 
green procurement (Parikka-Alhola, 2008). Essentially, in ethical and sustainable procurement socially and 
environmentally responsible procurement, social and environmental criteria are considered alongside cost, in 
the procurement decision (Leire and Mont, 2010). The assessment for this is “backward along the supply 
chain” (Moschitz, 2005, p. 20), and consequently, the characteristics or performance of the final product is not 
ordinarily affected. Instead the focus is on ensuring the supply chain does no harm (Hoejmose and Adrien-
Kirby, 2012). However, the delivery of the social outcome is achieved further up the chain, prior to purchase. 
Practical examples would be purchasing Fair Trade coffee and recycled paper or not procuring from a supplier 
who imposes unjust labour conditions on their workers (Chartered Institute of Purchasing and Supply, 2013).  
The following table provides a summary of each of these various types of procurement covered in this section.  
Table 1 – Summary of the types of Social Procurement, together with their evaluation criteria and implications for procurement 
practice 
[Insert Table 1 here] 
CROSS CASE ANALYSIS  
Cross case analysis facilitates typological development (George and Bennett, 2005) as analysing the similarities 
and differences between each of the cases leads to a formal typology. Analysis of Table 1 reveals that there are 
two main columns which display differences between each of the cases: the focus of the procurement process 
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(what and from whom) and how social outcome was achieved (direct and indirect). If these two columns 
became axes – the four main types of social procurement can be contrasted in a 2x2 grid. Types are then 
differentiated based on whether the outcomes where achieved directly or indirectly, as well as whether the 
focus what is being purchased, or who outcomes are being purchased from. Pragmatically, a focus on who is 
being purchased from is likely to adjust the tendering part of the procurement process (Arrowsmith, 2010), as 
effort needs to be expended on determining the capability of the organisation to deliver the outcomes. Focus 
on the procurement of social outcomes, is likely to shift the focus on how the social outcomes are achieved – 
typically via contractual clauses (Arrowsmith, 2010), or post contractual negotiation. Table 2 summarizes this 
typology into a 2x2 table.  
 
Table 2 – Typology of social procurement (viewed as discrete options)  
[Insert Table 2 here] 
It should be noted that these types are not ideal types, as they may not exist in their purest form empirically 
(Bailey, 1994), but rather are constructed types (McKinney, 1954) – that is they provide a common or central 
empirical form. Having defined the different types of social procurement, a definition can now be advanced.  
DISCUSSION-DEFINING SOCIAL PROCUREMENT  
Advancing a definition of social procurement carries inherent risks. Too broad a definition can include activities 
that should justly be excluded. Alternatively, too narrow a definition can exclude phenomena which should be 
included. As Bacharach (1989 p. 507) notes, the: “goal must therefore be the achievement of a balance 
between scope and parsimony”.  
While various definitions exist in policy documents (Burkett, 2010), these tend to identify with one of the four 
types of social procurement outlined above. While each of the types implemented social procurement in a 
different way, our view is that the focus should be on the end goal of social procurement: the delivery of social 
outcomes. The various types, outlined above, simply become the means of achieving the ends (thus allowing 
for more types to be introduced through innovation).   
Our definition therefore, is:  
Social Procurement is the acquisition of a range of assets and services, with the aim of intentionally 
creating social outcomes (both directly and indirectly).  
Firstly, social procurement is the acquisition of a range of assets and services.  No attempt is made to limit 
social procurement to a particular sector, set of goods, or even the current set of goods and services 
acknowledged in the literature. Indeed this is one of the reasons why a re-definition is necessary as social 
procurement is no longer just the direct acquisition of social services (Burkett, 2010).  
Secondly, social outcomes can be achieved both directly and indirectly. The key difference is whether 
achieving a social outcome is the primary (direct) focus of the contract, or whether it forms a secondary 
(indirect) purpose to the main objective of the contract (c.f. McCrudden, 2004). 
Thirdly, social procurement needs to be is intentional. Intentionality is undertaking an action with the intent 
that a certain outcome is to be achieved (Malle and Knobe, 1997). Social procurement requires a deliberate 
and intentional attempt to achieve a social outcome through the procurement process (European Commission, 
2010). Without intentionality, any form of future causal or correlation analysis attempted in relation to social 
procurement, will lack analytical power.  
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Fourthly, social procurement is distinctive because it seeks to create social outcomes. The key issue is whether 
the procurement intent was to generate a positive social benefit, whether directly (HM Treasury, 2002), or 
indirectly (Department of Planning and Community Development, 2011).  
Having considered the four types of social procurement the theoretical and policy implications can be 
considered. Firstly, various sections of government seem to view the phenomenon of social procurement 
through different lenses. In particular, differentiating between means and ends should enable governments to 
discuss the intentional creation of social value through procurement, while allowing that there are many ways 
though which this can be achieved. By definition, typologies tend to emphasise specific aspects of a 
phenomena to a logical extreme (McKinney, 1954). Indeed there may be hybrid arrangements between each 
of the types. While this is not evident from extant literature it is possible to present the typology in a different 
way – not as ‘watertight’ compartments, but rather as combinations of options, and by drawing the links 
between how the outcomes will be achieved (direct or indirect), what is being purchased (services or goods / 
assets), by which organisation (nonprofit, for profit, government or social enterprise).   
FIGURE 1 – Typology of social procurement (viewed as different combinations of options)  
[Insert Figure 1 here]   
There are difficulties and restriction though, on implementing various types of social procurement in certain 
jurisdictions. Type 3 procurement (allocation of a percentage of work to social enterprises) contradicts aspects 
of competition policy for some jurisdictions. Consequently, multiple case studies are needed around 
effectiveness and efficiency of various models; the need to safeguard public values (Jørgensen and Bozeman, 
2002) when seeking the delivery of social value; together with the ongoing dilemma of how to manage often 
competing policy objectives (De Bruijn and Dicke, 2006). Additionally, the practical enablers and constraints of 
a private for profit organisation delivering a public good; or equally a traditional nonprofit organisation 
delivering public works, needs to be elicited and examined. Particularly the notion of capability needs 
extensive examination, both in terms of the contracting agency for managing multiple outcomes in a single 
project, as well as the delivery organisation(s). Additionally, the way to measure the effectiveness of different 
models needs to be assessed. It is possible that different types of social procurement may be assessed against 
different criteria, or the same criteria.  
Further, while considerable research has been undertaken in the area of Type 1 Social Procurement (witness 
the NPM and network governance literatures), and sustainable procurement and the achievement of social 
and environmental outcomes through supply chain management, there has been considerably less empirical 
examination of the other types of social procurement. Consequently, considerable work is needed to better 
understand how social enterprises can deliver public goods, and compete in a competitive tendering 
environment, while also delivering social value (Type 3). Additionally, most of the empirical work has focussed 
on the procurement of social outcomes by government. Empirical work which examines the social 
procurement of nonprofits (under a lead agency model, for example) or by for profit firms (who might 
purchase from a social enterprise, for example) is a promising avenue for future research.  Further, research 
into the embedding of social outcomes in public works contracts remains underdeveloped empirically, 
particularly on the means and mechanisms which would deliver such objectives effectively.  
CONCLUSION  
Despite increased interest in social procurement, different agendas and voices have created in a proliferation 
of academic and grey literatures, which are discordant in terms of definition and approach.  
This paper has sought to bring clarity to this situation by using a prepositional logical to establish what is being 
purchased, by whom, who it was delivered by, and with what direct and indirect outcomes. Examples of each 
type of social procurement have been advanced. This has enabled the development of a social procurement 
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typology that utilizes the dimensions of direct/indirect and focus in a 2x2 grid (Table 2), to contrast each of the 
types. Additionally, a model has been advanced of a pattern of action with the various types being created 
through different combinations (or patterns) of options available in order to achieve social outcomes through 
procurement (Figure 1). A coherent definition of social procurement has then been advanced which seeks to 
achieve a balance of being relatively simple, while also being comprehensive enough to include each of the 
different types.  
By advancing a sound definition of social procurement, derived from careful examination of extant examples 
of social procurement, we hope to deliver conceptual clarity to the field. By clarifying the construct of social 
procurement, the intent is to improve academic and policy outcomes (Suddaby, 2010), and as a result, 
generate the suitable constructs and variables which reflect the phenomena (Bacharach, 1989). In addition to 
the definition, two models of how the various types of social procurement might be differentiated, both built 
from propositional logic, are advanced to show that there are a number of different ways in which social 
outcomes can be achieved through the procurement process. As these typologies advance different ways of 
comparing similar phenomena, they become important first step in being able to explain the phenomena 
(McKinney, 1954).  
It is hoped that conceptual clarity will enable future research can move on from definitional debates and 
discussion, to more empirically interesting topics such as: when various types of social procurement might be 
used, how different types might deliver different outcomes in different circumstances, performance 
measurement, and future innovations in the planning and delivery of social procurement.  
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Table 1 – Types of Social Procurement  
 
 Focus of the 
procurement process 
Description  Achievement 
of Social 
Outcome 
Implications 
Type 1 … from nonprofits  
Procurement of social programs, 
from nonprofits, with a public 
good  
Direct Competitive tendering of social goods / services  
Type 2 … of public works with social outcomes   
Procurement of public works, from 
for-profit, with an additional social 
benefit  
Indirect Multiple outcomes (both hard and soft) achieved in a single contract  
Type 3 
… % of services 
from social 
enterprises 
Procurement of non-traditional 
services from social enterprises   Direct  
Shifts away from competitive 
tendering to positive 
discrimination. Issues here in 
relation to competition policy.  
Type  4 … of ethical goods and services  
Procurement of goods and 
services from ethical businesses 
(not necessarily related directly to 
outcomes).  
Indirect  
Purchasing which does not 
necessarily relate directly to the 
delivery of goods and services 
(indirect).  
 
 
Table 2 – Typology of social procurement  
 
  Outcomes  
  Direct Indirect 
 
F 
O 
C 
U 
S 
 ‘Procurement of’ social 
outcomes 
(Focus on the contract) 
Type 1 
Procurement of social services from 
nonprofit organisation 
Type 2 
Procurement of social outcomes 
embedded in capital works 
‘Procurement from’ social 
enterprises 
(Focus on the tender) 
Type 3 
Services  from social enterprises 
Type 4 
Ethical supply chain management 
 
  
 
